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UNIVERSITY OF THE PACIFIC

Interview with Don Hofmann
Audience Member (KMBY radio host), The Real Ambassadors, 1962 Monterey Jazz Festival
Date of Interview: September 23, 2012*

Topic: Performance of Dave and Iola Brubeck’s The Real Ambassadors

Interviewed by John J. Langdon
History Student, University of the Pacific

Transcription by John J. Langdon, University of the Pacific,
Department of Special Collections, University Library

*N.B. The interviews were done outdoors on the grounds of the Monterey County
th
Fairgrounds during the 55 Monterey Jazz Festival. As a result, there are interruptions and lacunae
throughout the audio recordings that were the basis for this transcription.
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John Langdon (JL): Thank you for joining us for the Brubeck The Real Ambassadors Oral
History Project. Could you please start by telling us your name?
Don Hofmann (DH): Yeah, I’m Don Hofmann.
John Langdon (JL): And where were you born?
Don Hofmann (DH): Pardon?
John Langdon (JL): Where were you born?
Don Hofmann (DH): In Chicago.
John Langdon (JL): You were here at the Monterey Jazz Festival in 1962?
Don Hofmann (DH): Yes, I went to my first jazz festival fifty years ago this weekend, it was
1962, and it was my first year in Monterey. At the time, I was the program director at the radio
station KMBY, and I was fortunate enough to, to get a ticket to the jazz festival, the first of many
that I’ve gone to, and one of the best I might add.
John Langdon (JL): Do you remember The Real Ambassadors?
Don Hofmann (DH): Very clearly, yeah. Aside from being my first experience at the jazz
festival, it was an opportunity to see some of my favorite people. I mean, where else can you
[hear] Louis Armstrong along with Carmen McRae and Lambert, Hendricks and Bavan on the
same stage? I believe Dave Brubeck was there, too, if I’m not mistaken. He and his wife had
some part in writing The Real Ambassadors.
John Langdon (JL): [inaudible] Leading up to The Real Ambassadors, to the 1962 Monterey
Jazz Festival, [inaudible] can you recall hearing about The Real Ambassadors any controversy
surrounding it
Don Hofmann (DH):Well, I’ve been a jazz fan all of my life. I’m from the Midwest and moved
to California in 1961. In 1962, I get the job in Monterey and so I looking forward from the day I
got here to going to the [Monterey] jazz festival which had started four years before I believe
[inaudible] . . .
[Aircraft noise interrupts interview]
John Langdon (JL): What was the atmosphere like when you arrived at the jazz festival in 1962
[inaudible]?
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Don Hofmann (DH): Pretty much the same as it’s always been. At the particular time, it had a
definite format to it and Saturday afternoon was the Blues show and that tradition continued for
years, and years, and years.
So far as the crowd is concerned, they got excited with the music and The Real Ambassadors of
course was the jewel in the crown of my first jazz festival [inaudible]. To see Satchmo and Dave
Brubeck, you know, it was really a big deal.
I might add that in those days, the [current] arena wasn’t built, there was only the Garden Stage
in [what is now] the arena [area]. That’s where things went on. There wasn’t a Dizzy’s Den, or
anything else like that.
And the crowds weren’t nearly as large. You could walk up to the front gate and buy a single
admission ticket for $5.00 for the afternoon show and $7.50 for the nighttime show. And that
was money well spent.
John Langdon (JL): [Question is inaudible due to outside noise.]
Don Hofmann (DH): Yes, and every act in 1962 was a big name [in jazz.] You know, the 50s
were probably one of the greatest eras [in music.] I should say, this [the 60s] was a great era too,
but that was a great era for jazz.
So many of the people like Armstrong were still alive and it was like a “Who’s Who,” [of jazz]
you know, to go to the festival. As I recall, they had two or three big bands on the program at a
particular time, almost every show featured a big band.
John Langdon (JL): I was reading about the reports from some of the attendees of the festivals
in 1962, they describe rowdy crowds, do you recall?
Don Hofmann (DH): No, not really. I just got caught up in the whole thing. I think I went to
every one of the concerts that year, and of course, The Real Ambassadors was the big thing for
1962 and it was the first year of fifty years [for me] of coming to the jazz festival.
The years following it were some [more] of the best performances ever, you know, ever made.
[Hearing] Dave Brubeck, many, many times. I think Armstrong came back one time after that if
I’m not mistaken [inaudible]. It was [always] a wonderful weekend and a great memory.
When I saw the exhibit [about The Real Ambassadors] in the gallery down the way here, it all
came back to me.
You know, I couldn’t have even told you that it was my first jazz festival, now that it is fifty
years later and as I looked at those pictures and saw the comments and said, “Oh yeah,
oh yeah . . . I do, I do remember that very much.”
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The arena was different in those days, that hadn’t rebuilt the arena, it was the old arena, the setup was a little bit different. I think a couple of years later they changed the configuration of the
arena. But up until that time it was still used largely for horse shows.
John Langdon (JL): Do you recall what Satchmo was wearing when he came up on stage?
Don Hofmann (DH): I saw the picture and it came back to me. But no, I had forgotten about the
top hat and the [tuxedo] dress outfit and everything. I’d really kind of forgotten about the plot of
The Real Ambassadors until I saw the clippings and then it all came, a great memory . . .it all
came back then.
John Langdon (JL): [Inaudible words] about the context, civil rights?
Don Hofmann (DH): Yes, those were very important times, you know the early 1960s, a big era
for integration, it was also a great jazz era.
John Langdon (JL): When I first listened to The Real Ambassadors I was really shocked by the
context [in which it was created] fifty years ago. Before the Civil Rights Act of 1964, before the
height of the civil rights movements, and here’s The Real Ambassadors jazz opera, confronting
segregation, American hypocrisy [overseas] in the context of Louis Armstrong, [inaudible
words] and Dizzy Gillespie, who were jazz ambassadors promoting American ideals around the
world.
Don Hofmann (DH): Yes, the clipping in the Coffee House Gallery were very interesting. I had
sort of forgot that the incidents, like Dave Brubeck experienced prejudice with his bass player for
instance, and in the South, they cancelled some gigs because they he was black, and they
wouldn’t record him, [hotel] accommodations [inaudible] with the rest of the group. It was really
an important time in America.
John Langdon (JL): Do you recall any of the songs that moved you?
Don Hofmann (DH): No, because none of them became jazz standards, it was very specialized.
I also remember the album, but it wasn’t a best seller. It was the presentation [that] was.
And of course, I did see the redo of it I think in 2002, was it? They did it again, but it wasn’t the
same. It wasn’t the same cast of characters, after all. They were all [gone] except for Dave
Brubeck [inaudible] by that time.
John Langdon (JL): I read that there were reports that Louis Armstrong during his performance
of “They Say I Look Like God,” that he actually became teary-eyed, because of the context of
song, [inaudible] ”If man is created in the image of God, could God be black,” he became quite
emotional [inaudible].
Don Hofmann (DH): Well, the audience became emotional too, you know. It had quite an
impact on the crowd there.
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John Langdon (JL): What was your highlight of hearing The Real Ambassadors performed?
Don Hofmann (DH): Bascially, Louis. Yes, Louis. He’s a legend.
No one has come close to, you know, his achievements and things like that. Seeing him in that
particular setting, not with his All-Star band, the group that he had been fronting for years and
years, you know -- but with that great vocal group [Lambert, Hendricks and Bavan], and singing
with Carmen McRae, who was a wonderful and outstanding person and performer.
John Langdon (JL): Do you recall any of the other performers that night?
Don Hofmann (DH): I really don’t. After you been to, I would say I would say I’ve been to
about forty of the jazz festivals and they kind of blend together and I need a little memory
jogging, but seeing those clippings, I said “Oh, yeah, that was my first year here.”
It’s wonderful [to remember].
John Langdon (JL): [Question is inaudible due to noise.]
Don Hofmann (DH): Since I came here in 1962, I’ve lived most of the past years in California.
There were a number of years that I was living up in Seattle and I would come down for the jazz
festival and I never, I never kept score on it, but I would say probably over the last fifty years,
I’ve seen forty of the jazz festivals.
I collect the sweatshirts, and I have a good collection of programs to refer back to along with the
two published books about the jazz festival. [They are] a good reference source if you haven’t
read them, by the way.
John Langdon (JL): Did you take any photographs of the event in 1962.
Don Hofmann (DH): Like I said, in 1962, I didn’t have a good camera. That came later. I have a
lot of photographs of the [later] jazz festivals. [Back then] it was a lot smaller scale, it was a lot
looser, and you could get right up to the stage and snap your pictures. Now it’s all pretty cut and
dry, you don’t go past the line, and all of that. Well, I do have a wonderful collection of jazz
memorabilia.
John Langdon (JL): You were the program director at a radio station here?
Don Hofmann (DH): Well, yes. At that particular time, there were only two AM and one FM
stations in Monterey. It was a relatively small market and no television [station]. Salinas had a
television station.
It [Monterey] really was a great town then. We had a jazz club right down on El Dorado. It was
called the [ ] Club. And they had many artists there, I mean Dizzy Gillespie played on El
Dorado Street for probably a $5.00 cover charge. It was a great time to be living in Monterey.
It’s a good jazz town.
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John Langdon (JL): [Inaudible] How was the audio for the performance in 1962, were you able
to hear everything?
Don Hofmann (DH): Yes. For years, one of the local sound guys, Jim Mayer, did all of the
[Festival] audio. He ran a [local] repair shop, a radio and TV repair shop and he had a wonderful
ear.
He was a local guy and he did the jazz festival for years and years. He was meticulous about it.
Unfortunately, he didn’t record all of those early concerts. You know, there were restrictions
from the record company, what have you, artist contracts, a lot of them didn’t get recorded which
is a really a shame. There were some wonderful performances during those years. I don’t know if
The Real Ambassadors any part of if was recorded here, but they did go into a studio, if I recall,
and record the songs from it.
John Langdon (JL): Yes, that’s one of the reasons for this oral history project with The Real
Ambassadors. There’s no video recording, audio recording of the live performance that exists.
[Inaudible]. What we are trying to do is collect information. We have stories from individuals
like yourself, very important to helping to preserve the memories of that performance
[inaudible].
Don Hofmann (DH):After fifty years, [memory] gets a little cloudy.
John Langdon (JL): Seeing the photos definitely helped you remember?
Don Hofmann (DH): Oh yeah, they jogged my memory. I haven’t seen a copy of the album in
years. I’d kind of like to look it up and give it a listen some time.
John Langdon (JL): [Inaudible].
Don Hofmann (DH): Yeah, the Columbia album. I think it’s been out of print for the best part of
fifty years now.
John Langdon (JL): How old were you when you attended the festival?
Don Hofmann (DH): 32 years old.
John Langdon (JL): There’s such a different school of music within jazz between Louis
Armstrong and Dave Brubeck, coming from completely different backgrounds. What was the
attitude about them coming together for The Real Ambassadors, aside from the not just the social
commentary of The Real Ambassadors, but just the musical collaboration, was it seen as
something innovative at that time?
Don Hofmann (DH): I looked at is as an all-star event, you know.
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It was really special, an opportunity to see the premier artists in jazz of that era. Carmen McRae
was wonderful.
The only disappointment I had was that Annie Ross wasn’t with the Lambert and Hendricks
group [any longer]. It was Yolande Bavan took Annie Ross’s place. She [Bavan] was great, very
good, but [I was] a little disappointed because I was always a Annie Ross fan from the first time
I heard “Twist It” -- it was great.
I thought Bavan did very well and I think looking back, Earl Hines was on the program, I think
he was one of the artist [ ] in ’62. I’d have to give it some thought. When you have that much
history behind you, you know, I didn’t take notes or anything!
John Langdon (JL): [Inaudible]
Don Hofmann (DH): I like to talk. I earned my living doing that for a lot of years [on the radio]
and jazz is one of my favorite subjects. I will be coming here as long as I’m able to make it. I
live three blocks away. It’s hard for me to miss it. It was nice talking to you.
John Langdon (JL): It as nice talking to you as well. Is there anything else you would like to
add?
Don Hofmann (DH): I think we’ve seen a progression of . . . I think a historical thing, going
through the various ages, this was kind of like the Be-bop era was already over although Dizzy
still appeared and we were in this post-Bop era.
Jimmy Lyons brought in a lot of the West Coast people, people like Shorty Rogers and Bob
Cooper and things like that. We went through that era, but he always hung on to the old
mainstream people like Coleman Hawkins, and what have you.
And then, [ ] styles change and new genres develop and the jazz festival kind of kept up. It
didn’t always please everyone. It wasn’t always what they came to see, but they pretty much held
on to the idea of Who’s Who in jazz.
The good thing that they have done here is the fact that they’ve never turned their back on
[introducing] new artists. Maybe it’s a little bit too many new artists, but there aren’t enough of
the old artist left anymore to do that. I think Dave Brubeck is 92 now. And he’s kind of the last
vestige of the beginnings of the [Monterey] jazz festival.
John Langdon (JL): [Inaudible]
Don Hofmann (DH): The last time I saw him [Brubeck] he was still playing very, very well.
Pleased to see him many, many times here [at Monterey]. He’s like an old friend.
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I saw him at the Blackhawk in 1953, our [family’s] first trip to California. I think I’ve followed
Dave Brubeck longer than any jazz person today.
John Langdon (JL): We appreciate you sharing your story with us. You definitely added to the
history of jazz. We appreciate that.
Don Hofmann (DH): I was fortunate to live here most of these years. I travelled; I lived in LA
for a while, Seattle, and San Francisco, but I always came home to Monterey.
When I retired eighteen years ago I said I’m going back to Monterey. Not going to have to buy
plane tickets anymore. I have family here. My children grew up here, went to school here and
have been [inaudible].
John Langdon (JL): Thank you very much.
Don Hofmann (DH): [It’s been a] pleasure.
END OF INTERVIEW
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